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Public Perception of Climate Science 

• In October 2009, a Pew 
Center poll found 43% of 
Americans didn’t think there 
was “solid evidence the 
Earth is warming” [ref 1] 

• Yet most climate scientists 
have agreed that Earth is 
warming, and humans are 
the main cause, since the 
early 1990s [refs 2, 3, 4, 5] 

• Why is the public perception 
of climate so different from 
that of scientists? 



Two Threads to This Story  

 

 

• Privately-funded think tanks opposed to 
environmental regulation 

• The journalistic norm of “balance” 



Think Tanks and Skepticism  

• In the 1970s and 1980s, individual 
and corporate donors created a 
network of “free market” think tanks, 
most in Washington, D.C. 

• They formulate “free market” policy 
proposals for legislators 

• They actively cultivate media contacts 

 

 
Refs 6, 7. 



Think Tanks and Skepticism 

• Created a literature of 
health  & environmental 
skepticism, including 
skepticism of climate 
change 

• A 2008 study found: 
– 110 environmentally 

skeptical books in print 
(U.S.) 

– 101 had ties to these 
foundations [ref 8] 

© George C. Marshall Institute, 2005 



Skepticism and the Media 

• Boykoff and Boykoff (2004) examined the 
climate coverage of four major U.S. 
newspapers from 1988-2002 [ref 9] 

• New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Washington 
Post, and Los Angeles Times 

• “Balance:” Equal weight to opposing views 



Boykoff & Boykoff’s data 

52.65% 
35.29% 

6.18% 
5.88% 

% of Newspaper Articles 

"Balanced" accounts of
human contributions to
warming with skeptics

Human contribution
dominant

Skepticism of human
contribution dominant

Exclusive emphasis on
human-produced warming



What about TV?  

69.33% 

28% 

2.67% 

Network News Coverage of Climate Change, 1995-2004 

"Balanced" Coverage

Human causation
dominant

Natural causation
dominant

Ref. 10 



Balance is a Form of Bias 

 

• Produces the appearance of controversy 

• Emphasizes views of a handful of contrarians 

• Ignores expert consensus 

– Recall that health effects of smoking were still 
controversial in mid-1990s despite having been 
proven in the ‘40s and ‘50s. 

 



But the Media Landscape is Changing 

 

• “Balanced” reporting of climate is declining at 
the 5 major newspapers [ref 14] 

• Paralleled by spread of partisan media 

• What impacts on climate knowledge do these 
have? 



Partisan Media Effects 

Cable News Analysis, 2007-2008 

Ref. 11 



Does Media Bias Matter? 

• It’s complicated. . . 

• Republicans watching Fox less likely to accept 
evidence of climate change 

• Republicans watching MSNBC more likely to 
accept 

• BUT NO EFFECT on Democrats watching any 
cable station. . . [Ref. 11] 



Does Media Bias Matter? 

Source: Maibach, Roser-Renouf, and Leiserowitz, 2009, Ref 12.  



Sinking Media Coverage 
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